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“Home is a notion that...
only the uprooted comprehend.”
— Wallace Stegner
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MANIFESTO
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THE SEED
THAT REFUSES TO BE BURIED

There are many factors affecting notions of home in The
Bahamas. To examine these notions, it is necessary to
explore the irrepressible nostalgia for a simpler rural
past prior to independence and the sense of alienation
from our island landscape due to North American
cultural colonialism. Unlike the creative expressions of
home from other Caribbean countries, that use Africa
as the rallying symbol of home, Bahamians seem to be
more interested in the passage that brought us from
the Family Islands to Nassau. Even though our ties
to Africa are latent in everything we hold true to our
culture. It is the seed that refuses to be buried.

To compensate for my physical distance from home,
I surround myself with elements that remind me of
home and align myself with others who established
lives in foreign countries as adults. I choose to sustain
my cultural identity through the act of making.
Kinship can be seen in the spike textures used within
my artwork and my African ancestry. Art from Africa
by Pamela McClusky describes a gold spiked ring as a
cocoon while others could perceive it as the bristling
coat of a porcupine. “Thus, an array of proverbs can be
recounted: ‘The grub: it does not talk, but it breathes’
(a stranger’s character is not easily known).” The
spikes that engulf the spheres also resemble those
used to decorate pots holding powerful substances and
reflect a practice found across West Africa from Mali
to Cameroon. Among the Lobi, such spikes may also
symbolize protection against witchcraft, misfortune,
and illness; fecundity and fertility; or supernatural
protection during initiation. The reoccurring theme
African Lobi spiked pot

of the spiked-orb acts as a genius loci, embodying a
protective spirit of a place.   The blowfish inspired
elements are often the subject of installations to assist
my understanding of place while concurrently creating
new localities. They are sculptural, abstract forms of
aggression and power.

The Bahamas

Culture has the power to withstand change and
sometimes even transform lives. Lewis Hyde, in the
book The Gift, tells the tale of a couple that gifts a
necklace of cowrie shells to a village couple to thank
them for their hospitality when leaving. Upon their
return to the village years later, they noticed that
other members of the village had single cowrie shells.
It appeared that the couple shared the cowrie shells
with others in the village. This story summaries the
effect, I hope my work has on those that experience it.
I consider my artwork a gift from to the community
from which I hale. One that has meaning beyond its
core relationship to its creator that expresses volumes
and is inclusive of anomalies.

Cowrie shells

Migration memory and the marketplace are principal

Hence in search of a place that articulates the essence

players on the list of influencers contributing to our
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TO PLAIT:
the process of making

SAPHOR A

ALVANIA

TIMOTHY

NEWBOLD

was born in Nassau to Edith and Emmanuel Timothy
on the 18th August 1918. Her parents died when she
was at the tender age of 3 years old. She attended
school until the age of 14 before entering the Straw
Industry.   Saphora, affectionately known as “Mar”
was a pioneer in the art of straw basket and purse
making. She started her business in one room of her
house on Dowdeswell Street and later moved to the
“Valley” where she used the entire building as a straw
factory. Employing many Bahamians at the straw
factory, she taught mothers who could not find jobs
to stitch and embroider bags using raffia. The bags
were then later shipped overseas. Saphora was one
of the first to export bags to the United States and
during World War II she was instrumental in using
her talents to ship straw cigarette cases and wallets
to the Military Corp. She also spent time visiting
the Family Islands teaching the art of straw work
and at the request of the Bahamian government,
exhibited her straw works internationally. She has
been credited as one of the first to dye sisal rolls for
the purpose of making colorful bags and baskets.
May God bless her for the invaluable contribution
she made to her family, friends, the straw industry
and The Bahamas.

There was a few times over the course of summer break
that my mother would allow me to spend the day with
my grandmother, Mar at the straw market. These were
the best days because it was almost guaranteed that I
was going to make something. And in most cases that
something was a change purse. It wasn’t the only item
I could make but it was the one item I could construct
in a single day as I was never really sure when I would
return to the market again.

The market was filled with products made of straw,
locally known as plait, a form of braiding. Plait is
formed from a complex structure or pattern of
interlacing three or more strands of flexible materials
such as yarn, wire, and hair or in my case straw. Unlike
weaving where two perpendicular strands either
Mar & I

function as the warp or the weft, the strands of plait
function equally as the warp and the weft. This is most
commonly illustrated with a single three strand braid
but plaits can be more complex with any arbitrary
number of strands creating a wider range of structures.

noun
a single length of hair or other flexible material

plait

plāt,plat/

made up of three or more interlaced strands;
a braid.
  
verb
form (hair or other material) into a plait or plaits.

For thousands of years braids have been used by many

In some African regions the braid was a means of

cultures, traditionally made from locally sourced

communication that signified tribal identity, age,

indigenous plants and animals. It is believed that the

marital status, wealth, religion and social position.

earliest reproduction of braiding is the hair or basket

Due to the amount of time required to braid or plait,

upon the Venus of Willendorf head.

historically braiding is considered a social art amongst
women. Elders within the community would braid the
hair of the children, while children would watch and
learn. Then in turn children would practice braiding the
hair of even younger children within the community—
transferring generational knowledge.

The same can be said for my relationship with plait;
a centuries-old custom passed down by the enslaved
West African people that resided on the island. Most,
if not all Bahamian plaiters are women who have been
taught how to plait from a young age and each island
has its own unique plaiting style. The two islands from
which my family descends, Andros and Long Island
have their own set of characteristics. On Andros, for
example, the plaiters are famous for their fan (fanners)
and mats and Long Islanders give their woven products
a varnish coat.

Venus of Willendorf

For years Bahamian plaiting has been practiced and

Prior to bringing work to Nassau, women worked on

it first became an industry in the 1720s. Penelope

the family islands to create plait and sold it other straw

Phenny, wife of the country’s 15th colonial governor,

vendors, who would in turn fabricate objects. They

is credited with creating a market for Bahamian

would collect the palmetto fronds during the harvest of

straw products using slaved and freed black plaiters.

a new moon and the fronds would then be dried, cured

She sold hats and baskets locally for fieldwork, crab

and cut into strips before dying. These strips were

gathering and grits storage. After the Phenneys

then plait into long braided strips and stored in rolls.

returned to England, the commercial straw industry

It would take as long as a full 8-hour workday to plait

died off until it was revived in the 1860s when

a 10-foot roll of plait and depending on the pattern,

plaiters began to sell items to winter tourists.

it would take even longer. There used to be almost

By the 1920s vendors were selling their creations

60 weave patterns practiced at one point, but today

to cruise ship guests. In the early 1930s cooperative

only about 25 different patterns are still in use. From

associations were set up to market straw goods

start to finish the process could take six weeks. Some

and later in 1943, the Duke, Royal Governor of The

plaiters eventually moved to Nassau and began straw

Bahamas had sheds and stalls built for vendors

vending using the plait they once sourced to vendors, to

in Rawson Square. The Duchess encouraged the

make their own  straw products. It became an efficient

teaching of straw crafts plaiters from the Family

way for Bahamian women to contribute financially to

Islands brought their work to Nassau (the capital)

their households.

to be sold.

1. coconut palm
(cocos nucifera)

The term ‘straw’ refers to narrow strips of the fibrous
dried leaves of several varieties of palms and plants
that grow wild in The Bahamas. Three of the most
important sources of this material are the coconut
palm (cocos nucifera), the silver palm (coccothrinax

2. silver palm

argentata) that flourishes in the northern islands of

(coccothrinax argentata)

the archipelago, and the sisal plant (agave sisalana).
The straw becomes ‘straw work’ when it is woven or
plaited, using various patterns, to create utilitarian or
decorative products.

3. sisal plant
(agave sisalana)

The act of transforming a flat, braided material into
three-dimensional objects is what I find most intriguing
and credit as my first understanding of making. There
are many similarities between the method of making
by straw vendors and slab building with clay. Both
apply techniques such as draping, darting and seaming
to construct an object as simple as a box or as complex
as a doll. To work with clay in the same manner as
plaiters requires that I too participate in a form of
harvest or material preparation. Regular commercial
clay lacks the adequate amount of plasticity to be as
flexible as palm therefore I formulated my own clay
recipe for plaiting. This involves folding pulped cotton
Plain plait in clay

fiber in to the clay body before, rolling slabs and slicing
into strips. With the strips, I am able to plait in the
same fashion as plaiters do with straw.

In By Hand The Use of Craft in Contemporary Art, Kiki
Smithdefends methods in her making as embracing
her gender-cultural history: “I didn’t want to be
confined by it but I also didn’t feel the necessity to
negate it. I thought ‘this is my cultural history’ not
my specific cultural inheritance.” In pondering these
words, I am charged to do the same with my work by
attempting to not only references specific products
made and sold by my grandmother but also exercise
the same methods of making with clay. For centuries
clay has been a tangible material with the ability
to communicate across a myriad of cultures. Its
mutable and metamorphic characteristics, grants
it the ability to illustrate cultural similarities and
differences concurrently.

CRAFT CULTURE
vs.
SELF-IDENTIFICATION

Craft has always been an integral part of my family’s
livelihood. All of the objects created by grandmother
were sold to tourists. Author Yuri Na discusses
the relationship of craft and tourism in Craftology
Redefining Contemporary Craft in Culture, People and
Sustainability using the term “culture craft”. The book
claims that tourism and crafts are quickly becoming
inseparable. Craft should be considered an important
element of culture. It is what people travel to foreign
countries to experience and by purchasing these
items, contribute to the local economy. Indirectly the
acquisition of these objects could be a viewed as a way
of preserving a culture. It is an object that connects the
past, present and future of genuine local tradition. Some
may argue that such objects do not embody indigenous
values and are only responses to a foreign market
because the construct that facilitates such interactions
has proven to develop financial dependency on foreign
entities by artists and artisans. I contend that both of
these claims are valid in discussions regarding straw
work in The Bahamas.

In 1973, The Bahamas declared its independence

Many Bahamian writers have written about the over-

as a “free and democratic sovereign nation” from

dependency of the Bahamian economy on tourism.

Great Britain. However the notion of being free and

These literary works are still relevant today as the

independent is debatable. The acts of slavery and policies

Bahamas has not been able to exist on its current

of crown colonial government prior to independence

economic and financial scale without the industry

are the two most prominent historical eras that are

of tourism. And it will continue to be reliant on this

related to our dependency syndrome. During crown

economic structure until other natural resources are

colony government’s reign, Lords Proprietors were

cultivated and fine-tuned into profitable products. In

sent from Britain to oversee The Bahamas and ensure

“Paradise and Plantation: Tourism and Culture in the

its success amid piracy, corruption and inefficiency. It

Anglophone Caribbean” Ian Gregory Strachan claims

wasn’t until 1718, that there was significant progress

similar to a plantation where slavery monopolized

and improvement seen in Nassau, especially from a

the farmland, the tourism industry monopolizes the

piratical perspective. This was the beginning of foreign

shorelines. Statistically in 1992, tourism counted

and outside sources infiltrating The Bahamian society,

for over 50% of exports in other Caribbean countries

acting as saviors of the land. This in conjunction with

compared to 72% in The Bahamas. In the poem Wax

the attitudes of servitude and acquiescence adopted

Paper People by Obediah Michael Smith he reminds us

by Bahamians during slavery could be linked to the

of our necessity for foreign funds, even at the expense

dependent nature of Bahamians today.

of adopting another persona.
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Shut y’ur mout,
der touris’ comin’!
What ya talkin’ bout
bein’ Black for?
‘bout strikin’ back for?
You ‘een wan’ der man
an ‘e wife spen’dey
dollar, ah?
Ya wan’ run um awaay, ah?
What ya wan’ be Black
for anyway?
Hard hair so bad
ya better straighten um.
Wax Paper People
Obediah Michael Smith

Won’ be ya se’f -can’ be ya se’f
when disguise ga put
money in der treasury...
Disguise so deep, so good.
so long,
Bahamian man nor woman
remember dey actual look,
dey natural se’f ...
Now you wan’com’back,
com’ Black?
fa what? ta what?
ta fri’ten der touris’?
der bread & butter
off der table?

As a child, I recall this dynamic first hand at the
Straw Market. Individuals would adapt their speech to
attract potentials buyers and abandon their genuine
personalities for the sake of a dollar. Today the bait-andswitch of what is authentic versus what is expected is
reflective in the products sold. Locally made straw bags,
like the ones my grandmother sold are now competing
with commercially made canvas totes within the
same marketplace.

Except for my favorite item, the straw doll.

Strawdoll

As a personal response to the request from the 1940s
‘Doll Test’ conducted by Kenneth and Mamie Clark,
“Give me the doll that looks like you.” I present the
straw doll. This doll is my self-identification and serves
as an inquiry into the ways that I leverage my cultural
lineage to inform my identity. The straw doll was never
a local toy for young Bahamians growing up but every
adult Bahamian could relate its sense of belonging
and familiarity. The straw doll embodies our countries
natural resources and artistry but also is a signifier of
individual financial independence within the country’s
reliance on commercial export. I believe that unlike the
attitude of the vendor in Smith’s poem, who denies his
own self in exchange for a potential dollar, this object
embraces our African lineage and is a tangible form
of identification.

HOME
(by definition)

What defines a sense of place?
Here,
Here and there,
There,
Anywhere.

As an artist that explores the complexities of the home
place I constantly question, “What defines a sense of
place?” The term is used many ways to rationalize a
deep appreciation for a geographical location or the
central interior axis of a place of belonging. For some,
sense of place is founded on conscious values and
beliefs about how humans should relate to physical
places of resonance. The defining characteristic of this
ideological relationship is a well-articulated ideology
about how to live in a place, appearing in the form
of religious or spiritual teachings. For others, it is
secular ethic of responsibility. Setha Low, a professor
of environmental psychology at the City University of
New York, anthropologically defines place attachment
has a relationship formed by shared cultural emotional
meanings given to a particular place by a group
of people, including cultural beliefs and practices
indigenous to the place.

There is no single definition. There are a variety of
cultural preconceptions that influence the ways that
we respond to belonging. In a paper prepared for the
12th Headwaters Conference of Western State College,
Jennifer E. Cross argues that sense of place, also referred
to as place attachment, insideness and community
sentiment, is composed by the two components,
relationship to place and community attachment. The
relationship to place addresses the ways people relate
to places and community attachment determines of
the depth of the bond to place. Similar to geographer
Yi-Fu Tuan, who employs the term “Topophilia”, to
describe an affective bond between people and settings
varies in intensity, subtlety, aesthetic, tactile or mode
of expression.

Being here, the strongest sense of place is usually based
in biographical, spiritual and ideological relationships
to a location. It is the most enduring relationship
because it is based on personal history with a place
over a significant period of time. If you ask John
Brinckerhoff Jackson, landscape sketch artist and
writer, a sense of place is something we construct for
ourselves over the course of time. It is the result of habits
HERE

and customs reinforced by recurring events. There are
cognitive, physical and emotional connections between
the location and identity. In my case, here would be
Nassau, Bahamas. We all grow up with stories of places
that teach us both about the history of that place and
of our relationship to it. These stories include creation
myths, family histories, fictional accounts, local lore,
moral tales, national myths, and political accounts. The
role of each type of story or narrative plays a different
role within different cultural contexts.

In contrast to being here, here and there is having
attachments to two places with distinct identities
associated with each location. A split of physical,
spiritual and emotional attachment to a location
defines this sense of place. Aspects of this type of
insidedness could be spiritual and less tangible than
personal history. Comparable to being here, there is
HERE & THERE

a deep sense of belonging, an intuitive and somewhat
mystical connection. For example, the way that I have
a close relationship to Nassau but have developed a
sense of community with New York City, the place
I lived as an adult. I seem to have an environmental
and psychological attachment to the personality of
New York City, a personality composed by physical
and social elements. It is the combination of these
characteristics that gives the city a special ‘feel’.

There or place alienation, as David Hummon, a
professor of sociology, categorized is the sense of
place influenced by one’s dependent physical, spiritual
and/or emotional attachment to a place by having
either no choice or severe limitations on choice. This
is primarily a physical relationship that noticeably
lacks a positive emotional or mental connection to
THERE

the location resulting in a sense of displacement, a
weak relationship to locale identity and the loss of a
deep sense of rootedness. This, of course, can change
over time, as this sense of place either desires to leave
or seeks ways to adapt. Upon moving to the United
States in 1999 to attend college, my sense of place was
directly related to alienation from the physical location
of home.

The ability to obtain a sense of place from anywhere
is the choice or ability to choose a place founded on
a list of desirable traits—aligning personal ideals of
place and the attributes of a particular location. To
feel “at home” anywhere instead, of a specific place, is
to form ones identity detached from the community
ANYWHERE

of residence. The paradox: we often assume home is
defined by specifics but home can be mobile and can
be cultivated in a variety of communities. To curate an
environment made up of physical and social features;
a sense of place experience created by setting and the
attributes brought to it by the person or by me, the
artist. This idea of portability is highly relevant with
present day migration.

As I work, I continue to clarify my own comprehension
of place, including the relationships to various places
and the place I call home. Examining the ideas of
place relationships and community attachment that

I have been…

underscore the complexity of my creative practice.

Here,

That the “sense of place is inevitably dual in nature

Here and there,

involving both an interpretive perspective on the

There,

environment and an emotional reaction to the

Anywhere,

environment. Sense of place involves a personal

Yet I am… orientated.

orientation toward place, in which ones’ understanding
of place and one’s feelings about place become fused in
the context of environmental meaning.” It is evidence
to cultural mobility.
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